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“I believe that my role as professor is to accompany the students 

in their journey in higher learning until they cross the finish line. 

                  I walk and work with them.”

        “To teach how to teach is the highest responsibility of all in higher education. 

           It instills a vision and perpetuates character.”
A premise underlying my teaching philosophy, dictated more by a personal inspiration than by a scholarly obligation, is that teaching is my passion. It is the highlight of my day. Today, I possess the same enthusiasm and energy walking in my Education classes that I had, some years ago, when as a teenager I was tutoring elementary school students. Throughout my entire teaching experience from elementary school to community colleges, from high school to university, up to graduate school I feel each time I enter a classroom the same exhilaration I felt the first day I entered a classroom as an instructor. Everything is always new—every class, every student.
My teaching philosophy comprises six elements. They are the outcomes of a continuing search for excellence in teaching that have crystallized through my varied teaching experiences.  The list of these six elements appears below and is explained in the following paragraphs: 
1) Relationships
2) Critical thinking

3) The nexus between learning and practice 

4) Cooperative learning and team building 

5) Technological innovation 

6) Multiculturalism
Relationships

Relationships are the foundation of my teaching philosophy. I value their depth and meaningfulness at every level and stage of the educational process.  I strongly believe that relationships are the added value in my teaching philosophy. I understand and live them more as goals than as means. They are placed as conditio sine qua non of the educational discourse. I want to bring increased attention to the importance of relationships and dialogue in the field of higher education. Relationships are both a means and an end of education, something that the student and I build together in the classroom.
In this regard, I view my role as the initiator of educational relationships that acquire synergy and strength that foster growth in the student and the professor alike.  In this educational relationship I understand myself as a gift for the students, and I like to perceive them as a gift for me. I would help them, if they engage in it, through an intentional, participatory, and assertive style of teaching to achieve their academic goal and to realize their full potentials.

 Three episodes allow me to explain how I have tried to live such relationships based on my philosophy of teaching.  

I was briskly walking down the hallway after an enjoyable class in educational framework; the clock was ticking in my head. As usual, I had tasks to complete, lessons to prepare, e-mail to answer. At a certain point I noticed a student sitting on a sofa along the hallway and suddenly remembered something that one of my mentors had told me: “we are always teaching.” I stopped, put aside the many things to do, and asked simply how she was doing. With a fake smile she tried to assure me that she was doing fine and then in a split second broke down in tears. Obviously the hurt was deeper. I stopped and listened to her. She wanted to enroll for the semester but she did not have the money to do, and financial assistance was denied. After having fully listened to her, I called my coordinator with whom I shared my teaching philosophy on building relationships with the students. She came and we all talked. They went to financial assistance and they were able to come to an agreement. She was able to start the semester. Later she met me again in the hallway and she had a beautiful smile. The relationship with the educational institution and its agents had been broken, and now it was restored. She was ready to learn.
     Besides face-to-face teaching, I have taught undergraduate and graduate courses online.  In online courses, at times the students forget to turn in their assignments because they do not see the assignment link on the Web Page. It would be much easier for me to say: “You missed it, too bad, too late,” grading only the assignments that are in my inbox, thinking that this is what I am paid to do, to grade what is turned in. But in an effort to respect all of these students sincerely, I write to each single student of whom I do not see the assignments helping them to find the right way to turn them in. In addition to this, I also choose to believe them when they come up with the reasons why they did not have their assignments. I always offer a second chance. 

It is easier, given our human nature, to have preferences. It is easier to be closer to good and dedicated students than to others who are not so industrious.  Bob spent 20 years in the Army and after completing his military service came back to school. In class, due to serious psychological problems, he kept on cussing and actually drove the last professor he had out of class in fear. Despite my alarm over the student’s behavior, I remembered my personal ethic that asks, if I do good only to the ones who do good to me, what kind of merit would I have? So, I felt I needed to teach Bob as well; actually I needed to show a special kindness and a caring teaching attitude in particularly to Bob. I did it so involving him in class, answering with calmness his provocations, highlighting his accomplishments and many other things that a good teacher would do to the least of his students. After doing so for a while, I started to notice a change.  He shared with me about the life in the military, his past that he needed somebody that was there just to listen to him. In time, I began to notice that Bob was more attentive to course content; he was learning.
Critical Thinking

The second pillar of my teaching philosophy is critical thinking.  I have been an avid reader of the most up-to-date critical thinking publications in particularly of the academic material that has been published by the Foundation for Critical Thinking. I want to teach students how to think and to think at a deeper level. What does it mean to teach how to think?  For me, teaching students to think critically means to encourage my students constantly, through the use of different teaching techniques, to think always at a higher lever: how to make inferences, how to draw conclusions, how to make connections, and the like.
This is very difficult especially in this day and age where information, not deliberative thinking, seems to be the predominant force. Students, both undergraduate and graduate, are bombarded by all sorts of information. At times they seem confused, overwhelmed with information that they are able to accumulate but without the ability to make sense of, to decode, as if knowledge resides solely in the quantity of information.
 Once, we were covering a particular classroom assessment strategy in my Educational Psychology Class. Almost all of the students comprehended this particular assessment strategy we were studying. The class also knew the all the other assessment strategies we covered, and even learned by heart some of them. So I asked if they were able to make the assumptions that underlay this particular assessment strategy. I went on asking them to come up with a list of assumptions that undergirded all the 9 assessment strategies that we considered. I was pleased because they knew all the assessment strategies but I was saddened because they did not think about the different assumptions for each one of the strategies.  They came up with excellent observations, and they seemed to be very satisfied with their answers. Later on, after the break, we talked about the implications of the different assessment strategies and then of the role of strategies in different educational contexts.   My goal of moving students beyond surface knowledge toward the examination of underlying assumptions had been reached.
The Nexus between Learning and Practice.

In teaching teacher education, it is very important to underline the connection between theory and practice, between the theoretical plan and reality. I want to teach students to connect “thinking” to “doing,” “planning” to “implementing.” 
For this reason, one part of a class in educational frameworks was dedicated solely to students’ sharing—in pairs and groups—their work and professional experience to a particular topic of their interest. Once they had all shared, each of them had to present their experience in three minutes. The topic was the “characteristics of communication between the teacher and third graders.” 

In another class we all compared the outcomes of two months’ experience in different elementary schools.

In several classes I invited teachers to come to my class and share their own experience. 
Cooperative Learning Style

When I enter the classroom, I want to make of that class a learning experience that can be remembered. I want students to be proud of their learning, to look forward to the class that I am teaching.

I believe that students learn best to identify important information when they work in groups of 2 or more and when information is presented in humorous, open, assertive, and constructive ways. For this reason, I use a variety of cooperative learning teaching techniques and methodologies but also according to the type of student population that I am teaching. 

I am a certified Cooperative Learning Teacher for the DCCCD I recently attended a couple of workshops on new cooperative and active learning techniques. On a regular basis, I use such techniques as Jig Saw, Assigning Roles, Pair Reading, Chain-Reaction, Factory Line, Debates, and Case Studies Simulation. In order to help students, understand difficult concepts about the design of Qualitative Research and to improve their communication skills, I designed an interactive activity layered with opportunities for the students to brainstorm information in small groups and then present in front of the whole class. In another occasion I also divided in groups and we play the game of jeopardy. 
     
In this next example, I explain how I adapt and incorporate new teaching techniques when a section lacks energy. My pledge is to make the material accessible and to help students learn. Often students come to an exam review unprepared and wanting information rather than ready to share it. The first time this happened in my class, I realized I needed a better way to foster participation. After this session, I consulted with a colleague who suggested the "Koosh Ball" or sometimes “Football.” The following time I ran a review session for the students, I came armed with this soft and light ball made of rubber bands and told my students that the rule was whoever catches the ball can answer or can throw it to someone else. Since the students were controlling the ball, they made sure to send it at least once to each person and only for one difficult question did the ball go to three different persons before we got a complete answer. The success of this method is evident when students who usually never volunteer to talk provide substantial answers when they receive the ball. This method takes pressure away by lightening the mood while the students review skills and important information.


Students often need to overcome preconceptions before they can engage fully in critical evaluations of enterprises. Using videos or YouTube to visually experience the working conditions can help realize the power of a theory. When I talk about the schools that are connected with the “EduOne Project,” I face the negative baggage that students bring with them regarding the birth of this project that happened to be in Europe. They are often surprised to find that a successful educational project can originate outside the United States, in far-off countries with which they are unfamiliar. They associate Europe with attitudes of superiority, disorganization, lack of educational newness, and their preconception often prevents them from appreciating and critically understanding the depth and extension of this project. We watch in class a short video clip that takes them on a journey to all the Education One projects in Europe.  They see a myriad of small schools in which teachers are profitably educating to benefit their community and create new initiative in education. They listen to interviews and see actual achievements, and the project becomes real to them.
Technological Innovation

I was selected by the Political Science Department at Saint Mary’s University to co-teach a class together with Dr. Rafael Moras from the Engineering Department. We taught a class “High Technology and Society” that was the most highly enrolled class at Saint Mary’s and received the highest mark from the students and praise from the academic community. In this class we talked about the role of technology in the world and especially in the world of business.

Spending some time overseas has given me the possibility to continue courses through the use of Skype. I have taught courses from Florence, Italy, on the making of Italian Cheese, to a big audience of students in San Antonio. Skype and other technologies have fulfilled educational needs of various populations, just as these technologies have filled economic needs of populations.
Multiculturalism
I have had the opportunity to teach to multiethnic and multicultural groups of students. I believe that diversity brings an incredible richness in class in terms of culture, opinion and ideas. For this reason, I teach the students to see each other as invaluable resources, as gift to each other.
In conclusion, these examples are by no means exhaustive of my teaching techniques but they illustrate my interactive teaching philosophy and my commitment to engage them in a meaningful learning experience. Course content and appropriate teaching methods can make students satisfied and even enthusiastic about their learning experience. Students’ attention is crucial for the learning process; therefore, I come up with always new teaching strategies and techniques to captivate their interest.

I try to adjust difficult material to a level of understanding and comprehension with the use of theatrics, reenactments, visuals, audiovisuals, group work, and Italian humor. I tell my students that I work as a partner to facilitate their learning process, but they are the ultimate protagonists in this process: a collaborative enterprise in critical thinking and in discussion.
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